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son Jay, I soon found out, could barely 
read a newspaper, felt great anxiety about 
reading, was in a "special" class, and was 
contemplating dropping out of school. 
Carole is one of ten children in a 
French-Canadian family. Both parents 
were alcoholics. She was sexually abused 
by her grandfather, abused by her mother, 
and sent through a series of foster homes. 
She finally ran away at 15, lived as a street 
kid, survived as a prostitute, and went on 
to have four children. She is a remarkable 
survivor, a good mother, a warm, sensi- 
tive, intelligent woman -and now an au- 
thor. When we started working together, 
she told me she had always wanted to 
write a book. So she began her autobi- 
ography, which became the focus of our 
work together. I then helped her apply for 
a Canada Council Exploration grant. She 
got it. The first thing she did, when she got 
the check, was to buy a basic computer. 
She was stunned that she could have such 
a thing. She set it up, and started typing. 
Eight months later, she has completed a 
first draft of her book. She is thinking 
about returning to school. Along the way, 
she and I have had our difficulties. Mostly 
the problems were of my making. I often 
expected too much. I would get mad 
when I would go to her place to work, and 
she would be too tired because she'd 
stayed up until four in the morning watch- 
ing TV. I expected her to have work 
habits like mine. I was writing a biogra- 
phy of Ed Broadbent while she was doing 
her own autobiography, and I would 
sometimes feel she just wasn't serious. 
Then she would amaze me, producing an 
eloquent, devastating chapter on say, the 
grandfather who repeatedly raped her, 
and I would be overwhelmed at her cour- 
age and stamina. 
Then I would give her a lecture on the 
evils of Kool-Aid, which she served her 
kids in place of juice, and nag her about 
turning in her TV off from time to time. 
She would humour me, and then with- 
draw. I began to see myself acting in less 
than charming ways. Sometimes, I felt 
overwhelmed by her plight, alternating 
between feeling sorry for her and angry at 
her for having so many kids. She would 
then tell me she was agood, loyal Catholic 
and that she didn't believe in abortion. I 
would argue about "what kind of world 
did you bring your kids into, how can you 
have so many kids when you can't, take 
care of yourself?" We would reach an 
impasse. On one thing we agreed: living 
on welfare is a rotten way to live. Carole 
told me: "It's so easy to get on welfare and 
almost impossible to get off." 
Having gone through all these feelings, 
I'm hoping we can continue together this 
fall, and do the more mundane work in- 
volved in grade nine correspondence 
courses. I've come to treasure my friend- 
ship with Carole and hope we can make it 
through another year. I have finally real- 
ized that in her own way, she has achieved 
an enormous amount. And the bottom 
line for her is now clear: without an 
education, she's not going anywhere. 
As for the straight world, there's lots to 
be done. If more people would team with 
more people who need to learn, we might 
get somewhere on a massive scale. We 
don't need more institutions. We need 
more attention to the people for whom 
this world is a nightmare. 
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I was labelled "retard" and put in a special class. My education stopped there. I was ten years old. In this 
special class they taught me "how to become a good wife." My lesson involved paint-by-numbers and 
cleaning house. What a joke! 
For many years I didn't know how to read or write. I was illiterate. Being illiterate is the most frightening 
thing. It's like being in aprison of your own self. It'sone of thedeepest secrets that you keep hidden inside, 
out of shame. Not being able to read street names, medical instructions or menus pose a threat to survival. 
I learned to read and write for the second time at the age of 28. My son was my teacher. He didn't know 
that. He was six years old. We both sat down and read his grade one book. That was the beginning. 
In 1987 1 enrolled in a literacy program called Beat the Street. With their help I got myself a good tutor 
named Judy Steed. Working with Judy she helped me build up my self-confidence and show that I could 
do it. Since then I have completed grade 9. I had to work very hard and now I am finally getting some- 
where. 
I am now writing a book to tell others that they should not be ashamed if they are illiterate, if they have 
fallen between the cracks of the education system. I am now writing a book about my experience so I can 
help open doors for others so they know there is help out there for them. The name of my book will be 
"Struggle for Survival." 
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